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She bent over and picked up the child and placed it on
a cart loaded with boards. Nikolai was walking slowly
beside the cart and laughing.
"So they gave me some serious work to do!" he
said.
The streets were dirty and people leaned out of the
windows of the houses, shouting, whistling and waving
their hands. The weather was clear, the sun shone
brightly, and nowhere was there a vestige of shadow.
"Sing, nmkol" cried the khokhol. "Such is life!"
He himself began to sing, drowning out all other
sounds. He walked away and the mother followed him.
Suddenly she stumbled and fell into a bottomless pit
whose emptiness came shrieking up to meet her.
She woke up in a cold sv/eat. It was as though a rough,
heavy hand had seized her heart and was slowly squeez-
ing it. The factory whistle was insistently summoning the
workers, she recognised it as the second whistle. Books
were thrown about the room, everything was topsy-turvy,
the floor bore the imprint of inuddy boots.
She got up and began to tidy the room without bother-
ing to wash herself or say her prayers. In the kitchen
her eyes fell on the broken flagstaff with a bit of bunting
still fastened to it. She picked it up and was about to
thrust it under the stove, but on second thought she sighed,
took off the red cloth, folded it carefully and put it in
her pocket. She broke the stick over her knee and threw
it on the hearth, washed the windows and floor with cold
water, lighted the samovar, and got dressed. Then she sat
down by the kitchen window and again faced the ques-
tion.
"What shall I do now?"
Remembering that she had not yet said her morning
prayers, she got up and went over to the icons, but after
standing in front of them for a few seconds she sat down
again. Her heart was empty.
Everything was strangely quiet, as though the people
who had shouted so vociferously yesterday in the street

